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KEY MESSAGES

* The preconception period is an important opportunity for both women and men to adopt healthy
behaviours and access preventative and curative interventions that can support a healthy
pregnancy, promote parental wellbeing, and help give their child a positive start in life.

The latest evidence emphasises preventive action to reduce the prevalence of overweight and

obesity in women of childbearin
improvements in maternal and chil

age before pregnancy, because this is where the largest
health are expected.

Government and local authorities must strengthenlégublic health initiatives that promote health
ildi

behaviours in adolescents and young adults by bu

ng on declines in smoking, alcohol, and soft

drink use, while addressing persistent poor diet and rising obesity.

Overview
Optimising parental health before conception
improves pregnancy outcomes, reduces non-

communicable diseases, and benefits both parents
and future generations, highlighting the importance of
a life-course approach to pregnancy. The
preconception period can be defined as the time
before embryo development, when a couple decides to
conceive, or broadly as the health of any individual of
childbearing age (15-49 years), recognising that nearly
half of pregnancies are unplanned [1].

Preconception health and care involves providing
promotive, preventive, and curative interventions
before pregnancy to support the health of individuals
and couples [2]. Public consultations suggest that
terminology such as “health and wellbeing before
pregnancy and parenthood” or “planning for
parenthood” are more welcoming and relatable [3].
Not all people who can become pregnant identify as
women, so preconception care should be inclusive of
diverse gender identities and family dynamics.

Preconception health also encompasses mental
wellbeing, chronic disease management, paternal
health, and social determinants of health, reflecting its
role as a multidimensional determinant of pregnancy
and lifelong outcomes.

What does the evidence say?

Entering pregnancy with a healthy weight is associated
with a reduced risk of complications such as
gestational diabetes, pre-eclampsia, and preterm
birth, support healthy foetal development and
birthweight, and reduce the child’s long-term risk of
non-communicable diseases [5]. However:

* |In the UK, 50% of women whose body mass index
(BMI) was recorded at maternity bookings were
living with overweight or obesity, an increase from

* previous years, whilst 3% were

underweight [4].

living with

* Around 92% of women have one modifiable risk
factor that can negatively impact pregnancy [6].

* Preconception weight is likely to have a greater
impact on the health of mother and baby compared
to weight gained during pregnancy [7].

* Women living with obesity before pregnancy are
around three to four times more likely to have a
child who lives with obesity [8].

* Socioeconomic deprivation, ethnicity, migrant
status and wider social disadvantage are strongly
associated with poorer preconception health
outcomes in the UK[9].

* Most women recognhise the importance of being
healthy before pregnancy, but only 32.9% identified
folic acid supplementation and 40.1% identified
healthy weight as important risk factors [10].

* Alcohol, tobacco and sugary drink consumption
have fallen across generations in the UK, but rates
of obesity have continued to rise and low fruit and
vegetable intake remain common among people of
reproductive age [11].

* Men’s health, though important for fertility and
offspring outcomes, is not routinely captured in
preconception surveys or data. Although some men
acknowledge factors such as diet, physical activity,
smoking and alcohol use can affect sperm quality,
many still assign responsibility for preconception
health to their female partners [12].

* A recent study found that both women and
healthcare  professionals identified missed
opportunities to support lifestyle changes and
weight management during already existing
appointments in the preconception period [13].

Policy context
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In the UK, preconception health policy has gained
renewed attention due to persistent disparities in
maternal and child outcomes and the recognition that
that early intervention can improve lifelong health:

SACN 2026 report: highlights that pre-pregnancy BMI
is the strongest determinant of healthy gestational weight
outcomes, and that reducing overweight and obesity before
conception is likely to have the greatest benefits for
maternal and infant health. SACN calls for government
policies and services that support those of a
childbearing age to reach a healthy BMI.

Maternity High Impact Area: Improving Planning and
Preparation for Pregnancy: Report to assist Local
Maternity Systems embed prevention approaches and
preconception care.

The Women'’s Health Strategy 2022: Set out a 10-year
plan to address the life-course approach to women’s
health, including the creation of a Maternity Disparities
Taskforce to address inequalities and improve access
to preconception services.

North-West Maternal Medicine Network: Provides
specialist care for women/birthing people with pre-
existing or pregnancy-related medical conditions (such
as cardiac, respiratory, diabetes, renal, haematological
or other complex illnesses), ensuring timely expert
advice for safer pregnancies and improved outcomes.

Women’s Health Hubs: In 2023, £25 million was
allocated to expand community health hubs to reflect
the life-course approach to women’s health, improve
access and reduce disparities. It is unclear how
preconception care will be integrated into these hubs.

NIHR: Maternity Disparities Consortium: In 2024, £50
million was allocated to the NIHR Maternity
Inequalities research programme to support research
and capacity-building initiatives addressing disparities
in maternity care through a whole-maternity approach.

NIHR: Three Schools Prevention Programme:
Collaborative development of preconception care
interventions that enhance primary care’s capacity to
provide high-quality support.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The UK Preconception Partnership (UKPP): Central to
shaping policy and practice, UKPP normalises the
concept of preparing for a healthy pregnancy. . The
UKPP holds consultations to tackle inequalities in
preconception health and care, producing the
following guidance for commissioners:

v Preconception care toolkit, including models of
preconception care services and signposting to
preconception care training

v 10 priority preconception data indicators and a
national reporting system to monitor preconception
health, not just maternal health

v' Piloted the ‘London Measure of Unplanned
Pregnancy (LMUP)’ in maternity care

v/ Tommy’s Digital Tool: A digital questionnaire
providing personalised advice before conception to
support a healthy pregnancy

v Local case studies from Integrated Care Boards

Lack of ring-fenced funding

Despite advancements in preconception research,
there is still no routine, comprehensive NHS
preconception care service available universally in
England, particularly for people without already
existing chronic conditions. Early-life budgets have
also been reduced across local councils. Support
largely remains reactive focusing on planned
pregnancies or when a woman is already pregnant.

Our position and what we will do

We will continue to advocate for policy changes that
support healthy weight across the life-course, working
with local authorities to adopt Food Active’s Local
Government Declaration on Healthy Weight which
addresses drivers of obesity and health inequalities
using a whole-systems approach. We will also raise
awareness and build capacity by sharing expertise with
stakeholders through delivery of Why Weight to Talk
and Weight Stigma training.

* Ensure ring-fenced commissioning for preconception services that support women and men of
childbearing age to maintain or achieve a healthy weight, embedding into existing services.
Use evidence-based data indicators to assess and monitor the preconception health of the local

population annually, thereby ensuring targeted interventions and care for those most in need.

Raise awareness of preconception health among relevant stakeholders and embed MECC (Making
Every Contact Count) training as a core requirement across appropriate healthcare roles to support
non-judgemental conversations with all people of childbearing age.
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